continue on by train to Sainte-Veyres, and, if there
had been nobody to meet him, to have taken the only
taxi. He could have driven comfortably along the
rutted roads to the front-door of his father's house.
But he had wanted to make acquaintance, at long
last, with the country which lay about it and had
always been for him a secret world, a place of
mystery, a no-man's-land of scrub and bracken and
woodlands half consumed by time, into which his
father had forbidden him to venture when he was a
child. He had felt an urgent need to "place" the wild
and lonely house in its natural setting; to restore to
it a quiet rural scene, a sky of peaceful blue, a girdle
of fields preyed upon by rooks and the spiral flight
of starlings. My father has quite possibly, forgotten
that I shall be thirty to-morrow. How long is it since
I was last here? The time I came when Ludovic was
born. What a sinister affair that was I A child whom
nobody could dote on. Why, even the mother had
been made apprehensive by the tiny face from which
the wrinkles would not vanish, by the hair which
fell out almost as soon as it had grown, by the little
body which she dared not touch with her lips, for
fear of doing it a hurt. I was truly fond of Simone,
my foster-sister. I agreed to stand godfather. But why
did they pick on me? They could have found plenty
of men in the village who would have enjoyed playing
the part of godfather. Poor kid! Things went wrong
from the very first. He was baptized, almost by
stealth, between two bouts of illness. The father had
been afraid that the holy water might strike with
excessive coldness on his son's too bulbous forehead.
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